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4. The Dynamics of Symbolism

In the two previous chapters I have tried to show how symbolism plays
a crucial role in the life of communities, and in particular how literature does
so by the symbols it offers. I have also suggested how this role becomes
problematic in pluralist societies, because symbols in general lose much of
their power. Symbolism has been considered to have a fixed, if sometimes
uncertain place in communities--that of uniting people around it. Its function
in social processes and the dynamics to which it is subject, two aspects
neglected so far, are the subject of this chapter.

In the diagram discussed earlier (34ff.), Mary Douglas offers a useful
device for mapping change. Her diagram shows how the effectiveness of
symbols can vary, and it makes evident the close links between public
symbolism, or classification, and social power: 'The big push that changes
classification must be big enough to redistribute power as well' (85). It is less
serviceable in explaining the 'big push,' the dynamics of change.

As soon as we consider symbols as elements of social processes, we
are looking at them in terms of ritual--indeed, Victor Turner defines symbols
as the smallest units of ritual. Ritual, particularly among literary critics, has
long been a vague term; even in the disciplines from which it was borrowed,
there is no consensus about exactly how the term should be used (Hardin
850-852). Edmund Leach offers a general definition of ritual as 'any non-
instinctive predictable action or series of actions that cannot be justified by a
'rational' means-to-end type of explanation' (520-21); this definition covers
hand-shaking but not the planting of potatoes with a view to a harvest. Victor
Turner defines ritual more narrowly as 'prescribed formal behavior for
occasions, not given over to technologi-
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cal routine, having reference to beliefs in mystical beings or powers' (The
Forest of Symbols 19). This definition stresses the importance of belief in
something beyond rational understanding, which is suggested by the
symbols; it has the advantage of making explicit the character of ritual as
communal event.

From the outset we can distinguish two types of ritual: ceremonies,
rituals that reaffirm community, and rites of passage, those that transform
community.1 The two may also be viewed as complementary aspects of the
same symbolic process: Whether a ritual is seen as serving the reaffirmation
or the transformation of community depends on the point of view of the
persons involved. An initiation ritual, for example, which produces a radical
ontological transformation in those undergoing it, is perceived as reaffirming
order by those officiating in it. The wedding service, for example, has
entirely different functions in the lives of the couple and of the priest.

The ceremonial function of symbolism in ritual, serving the
reaffirmation of community, is familiar to us: in the shaking of hands, the
hoisting of flags, the singing of anthems, etc. This function has so far been
taken for granted in this study, especially in the discussion of the classic.
The problem that remains to be discussed is the role of symbols in the
process of transforming communities, or, in other words, in altering the
relations between the self and the social aggregate. If community is indeed,
as has been suggested, created and defined by symbols, we can rephrase the
question: How do acts, objects, etc. become symbols? More specifically:
How does a work of literature become significant? These questions precede
the interpretation of symbolism and define its range. Answers to them may
therefore also contribute to dealing with problems of interpretation that have
plagued literary criticism; at least they make it possible to place these
problems in a wider perspective. In the following I shall therefore first
present a model of social change and then describe the role of symbolism in
it.

1 In using this terminology I am adapting a distinction made by Victor Turner, who writes:
'I consider the term 'ritual' to be more fittingly applied to forms of religious behavior
associated with social transitions, while the term 'ceremony' has a closer bearing on
religious behavior associated with social states, where politico-legal institutions also
have greater importance. Ritual is transformative, ceremony confirmatory' ('Betwixt and
Between' 235). By using the general term 'ritual' for rites of passage, Turner seems to
privilege it over ceremony; this reflects a general tendency of the Manchester school. As
this may be misleading, I have adopted slightly different terms.
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*

A powerful model for describing social change has been developed by
Victor Turner, based on van Gennep's notion of the rite de passage. Turner's
model takes full account of the role of symbolism, without, however, having
due regard for variations in its effectiveness; we shall therefore have to keep
Mary Douglas's distinctions in mind and try to amalgamate the two views of
symbolism.

Turner describes two types of social experience that play a role in
social change. Structure he defines as 'all that holds people apart, defines
their differences, and constrains their actions' (Dramas 47). The
characteristics of anti-structure, as the term suggests, can only be described
as the negation of all the features of structure. With the help of these Turner
distinguishes four phases of social transformation (Dramas 38-41).

1) Breach. The process begins with the breach 'of regular, norm-
governed social relations' (38) within a field of social interaction--be it a
village, a university department, or a political party. The breach is made
public by flouting a norm; the flouting then becomes a symbol of dissidence.
Turner distinguishes between criminal breaches of social norms, which are
made with selfish aims, and symbolic ones, which always have something
altruistic about them (although this may not be acknowledged by those
opposing the breach). A breach may be made by an individual, 'but he always
acts, or believes he acts, on behalf of other parties, whether they are aware of
it or not' (38).

2) Crisis. If the breach cannot immediately be closed again, it tends to
widen and 'extend until it becomes coextensive with some dominant
cleavage in the widest set of social relations to which the conflicting or
antagonistic parties belong' (38). This means that the symbol of dissidence,
no matter why the breach occurred, is associated with the largest rift in
structure. This phase is 'always one of those turning points or moments of
danger and suspense, when a true state of affairs is revealed, when it is least
easy to don masks' (39).

3) Redressive Action. Redressive action is then undertaken to
overcome the crisis. 'It is in the redressive phase that both pragmatic
techniques and symbolic action reach their fullest expression' (41), because
the community dealing with its problems here is at its most 'self-conscious.'

4) Reintegration or schism. Finally, either the disturbed community is
reintegrated, or the schism is acknowledged as irreparable. Even
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where reintegration is successful, the social structures that are
(re-)established need no longer be identical to those which were in place at
the beginning of the first phase; they may have been affected by the crisis,
and in particular by the kind of redressive action taken. The symbols of
dissidence may, especially in the case of schism, now become symbols of
solidarity.2

The period between crisis and reintegration or schism is characterized
by anti-structure or liminality, as Turner, following van Gennep, also calls it;
this period marks the threshold between stable phases of the social process.
It is a period of danger and suspense. In it the security offered by custom no
longer exists; it may therefore be deeply disturbing to those experiencing it.
But Turner insists that there is another side to this period. The absence of
structure makes possible different kinds of social bonds, those of
communitas. They

are anti-structural in that they are undifferentiated, equalitarian, direct, non-rational
(though not irrational) . . . . Communitas is most evident in 'liminality,' . . . any
condition outside or on the peripheries of everyday life. It is often a sacred condition or
can readily become one. For example, the world over, millenarian movements originate
in periods when societies are in liminal transition between different social structures.
(Dramas 46-47)

The exhilaration of communitas may be something sought for, especially by
people who experience the community in which they live as rigidly
structured. But, as Turner notes, there are no techniques that can guarantee
the coming of communitas. In preindustrial and early industrial societies it
appears

to be very frequently associated with mystical power and to be regarded as a charism or
grace sent by the deities or ancestors. Nevertheless, by impetrative ritual means

2 There are striking similarities between Turner's model and that devised by Thomas S.
Kuhn for the description of development in the sciences in The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions. Kuhn distinguishes several phases: In normal science a paradigm, a set of
rules, is applied to more and more objects of inquiry. Gradually, more and more cases
turn up that make the paradigm problematic; it has to be adapted to accommodate them,
and becomes increasingly unwieldy. Science falls into a state of crisis: the old paradigm
no longer offers satisfactory answers to the most pressing problems; there is confusion;
new paradigms are offered. But normal science can only start again when a new
paradigm has proved successful in dealing with the most troubling questions raised by
the preceding one and has displaced other proposed paradigms. Grant Webster has
applied his model to literary criticism. His argument will be briefly discussed in the next
chapter.
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[e.g., prayers of request], attempts are made . . . to cause the deities or ancestors to
bring this charism of communitas among men. (The Ritual Process 137-38)

Turner also refers to attempts made fairly recently in America and Western
Europe to re-create the ritual conditions under which spontaneous
communitas may be, dare one say it, invoked. The beats and the hippies, by
the eclectic and syncretic use of symbols and liturgical actions drawn from a
repertoire of many religions . . . try to establish a 'total' communion with
one another. (138)

That such attempts have rarely been successful cannot be surprising:
any attempt to institutionalize communitas belies its character as a state-in-
between.

There is a difficulty of another order in applying Turner's model of
social change to such attempts. His model is most powerful where structure
is rigid and symbols are therefore effective, that is, in communities where, in
Mary Douglas's terms, grid is strong. This, as we have observed earlier
(Chapter 2), is not the case in modern pluralistic societies, where the
loyalties of the single person are dispersed among several communities, and
symbols are weak.3

This is Turner's attempt to deal with the problem that Mary Douglas
describes in terms of weak and strong grid. It has serious disadvantages: In
saving the mirage of the coextensiveness of community and society at large,
it calls into question the very connections that make Turner's model so
powerful, the links between symbol and community, and between symbol
and transformation.

*

The process described by Turner can be entered into the map offered
by Mary Douglas's diagram (see above, 35). Structure has to be placed in the
area of strong grid, liminality on the zero line of grid. We therefore have to
distinguish between different roles played by those

3 In Dramas (16) Turner introduces a new notion, that of the 'liminoid' genres, flourishing
since the Industrial Revolution (the modern arts and sciences). Unlike the 'serious'
symbolic genres of pre-industrial society (ritual, myth, tragedy, and comedy) the liminoid
genres are placed outside the arena of production and do not, therefore act directly on the
minds of a society's members. 'To be either their agents or their audience is an optional
activity-- the absence of obligation or constraint from external norms imparts to them a
pleasurable quality which enables them all the more readily to be absorbed by individual
consciousnesses' (16).
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involved in the process of change. The person committing the breach
intrudes from a weak-grid position into the strong-grid area. In the case of
reintegration she or he will be accepted there or be pushed down to a low-
grid position again. Someone confronted with the breach moves from a
high-grid position towards the zero line of grid, and from there, if there is
reintegration, to a higher grid position again. If schism follows the breach
and new communities come into existence, we need two maps to describe
the new situation: They form two surfaces, placed at an angle to each other,
only sharing the zero line of grid; the new communities' areas of strong grid
are in entirely different regions.

The second dimension offered by Douglas's diagram is marked out by
the line between strong and weak group. Like Durkheim, Douglas sees
community in terms of the relationship between the self and the social
aggregate. Turner, on the other hand, focuses on the community as a whole--
he is interested in communitas rather than structure. Douglas's group
dimension does not, therefore, figure in his model. In her diagram the liminal
period experienced by a community has to be placed around the point where
the zero lines of grid and group meet, and the process of social
transformation has to be described as a movement towards the zero point
and, when structure is re-established, again away from it.

The process described here can be illustrated--as it should be in a book
about literature--with reference to the community of readers, the structure of
which is defined not simply by having read a certain body of writing, but by
the activity of shaping and retracing common understandings of a certain
body of writing. The positions concerning reading of three influential recent
theorists, Roland Barthes, Stanley Fish, and Paul de Man may serve this
purpose.4 Their positions show affinities with the account of social processes
presented here.

Roland Barthes's criticism may, in general terms, be characterized as
an attempt to subvert accepted readings, in order to create a free space for the
reader similar to the one the writer seems to enjoy. His distinction,
introduced in his early works, between readerly and writerly texts is
instructive. Readerly texts tend to control their readers, i.e., impose structure
on them; in Douglas's terms, they place readers in a weak grid/strong group
position. Writerly texts, one the other hand,

4 In the following I am using material presented by William Ray in his book Literary
Meaning.
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invite readers to be creative themselves, i.e., to take a weak group position.5
The notions of 'pleasure' and 'jouissance' in Barthes's later criticism are

of particular interest in our context. Pleasure refers to a reading experience
that generates 'euphoria, fulfillment, comfort (a feeling of satiety that culture
permeates freely)' (Plaisir 34, transl. Ray 179). Jouissance, on the other
hand, is, in Ray's summary of Barthes, the experience that occurs

whenever there is a radical disruption, a gap between the reader's historical, cultural,
psychological foundations and the sense of the text he feels not in his intellect, but in his
whole corporeal being (cf. Plaisir, pp. 25-6, 31). When the reader's social idiolect fails
him, he is swept off into jouissance, which is not necessarily a violent, aggressive
movement, but rather one of self-abandonment (cf. Plaisir, p. 33). The enraptured reader
loses his identity, his intellectual, cultural self, with all its values, memories, and
preconceptions. He exists primarily as a feeling body. (Ray 180)

Barthes describes jouissance in terms of an erotic experience; one of its
important aspects is the duplicity it produces, of both losing and being aware
of one's identity. In terms of Turner's account of social transformation, we
can describe Barthes's account of jouissance as the reader hovering blissfully
on the border line between structure and communitas.

Stanley Fish's position forms a strong contrast to that of Barthes: The
activities of readers are determined by the strategies for creating meaning
shared by their interpretive community. The movement from one
community to another can only be perceived after the event. There is no
perceptible phase in-between, enjoyable or threatening, because such an
intermediary stage would mean moving outside community:

doubting is not something one does outside the assumptions that enable one's
consciousness; rather doubting, like any other mental activity, is something that one does
within a set of assumptions that cannot at the same time be the object of doubt. That is to
say, one does not doubt in a vacuum but from a perspective, and that perspective is itself
immune to doubt until it has been replaced by another which will then be similarly
immune. (Is There a Text . . . 360)

5 Barthes demonstrates that even readerly texts can be turned into writerly ones; cp. his
reading of Balzac's 'Sarrasine' in S/Z (1970). In publishing his reading (and other
publications of a similar kind) he attempted--as it turned out, successfully--to move from
a low grid to a high grid position.
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Because Fish grounds his view on belief and meaning, it presents a world
without spaces in-between, ruled by predetermination, grim to some,
comforting to others.

The strategies of Paul de Man are perhaps the most ambitious of the
three. They amount to nothing less than showing, with great intellectual
rigor, and against our common experience, that structure, both in a literary
and an anthropological sense, carries in itself the seeds of its own
destruction. De Man's position can be viewed as an attempt to make the
conditions of anti-structure permanent, not by rejecting structure (in Turner's
use of the term), but, at a higher level, by questioning the distinction
between structure and anti-structure.6

Considering the positions of the three critics in the light of Turner's
account of social change, we might say that Barthes revels in the potentials
of the space-in-between, Fish denies its existence, and de Man rejects the
very notion of stable structures.

Another observation suggests itself, one that is crucial to the argument
presented here. The positions of the three theorists show a preoccupation
with structure in the very act of trying to subvert its overwhelming force.
For them, the central symbol of structure is the text, in the sense of
something that is accepted as ordering readers' experience and giving it a
specific meaning. As such their positions, though to different degrees, show
the textualist limitations still common to the thinking of literary theorists.

*

Having sketched ways of describing social change, and the crucial role
of symbols in it, we can now turn to a closely related problem: How do new
symbols come into existence? Following Turner's account, we can
distinguish two potentially relevant phases of social change, the first
associated with breach, the second with redressive action. In the first phase
an act, an object, or a word becomes open to interpretation; in the second its
function becomes socially effective, i.e., it becomes part of cultural
symbolism. The two will be discussed in turn.

6 William Ray summarizes the positions of the three critics as follows:
Whereas Fish finds inner contentment in the certainty of belief and Barthes derives
erotic pleasure from the disruption of his beliefs, de Man's dialectic of meaning
culminates in a vertiginous apotheosis of irony. (186)
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As we saw earlier, Turner's notion of the symbol is a cryptological one
(see above 33-34), which would suggest that the symbol of dissension
created at the breach refers to the whole variety of phenomena associated
with 'some dominant cleavage in the widest set of social relations' (38).
Turner does not offer an account of how symbol and reference get linked.
This is where Sperber's account of the symbolic process is again useful (see
also 32-34).

When our minds are confronted with something that comes either from
outside or rises from memory--Sperber calls this the input--we first try to
deal with it by placing it in a conceptual framework. We may use semantic
categories, i.e., definitions with which we are familiar (like 'The fox is an
animal'), or encyclopedic categories, i.e., characterizations of phenomena we
know (like 'The fox has a pointed snout'). If this fails to produce a
satisfactory representation, we change tack and try to evaluate the material
symbolically: The input is placed between quotation marks, as it were. We
shift our attention 'from the statements describing the new information to the
unfulfilled conditions that have made the representation defective' (142). We
then search our memories for 'information capable of re-establishing the
unfulfilled conditions' (142). This material may include a wide range of
heterogeneous material; the range is based not so much on social convention
as on individual experience, which, of course, is to a considerable extent
social (with the 'fox' it might include proverbial wisdom, childhood
memories of holidays on a farm, etc.). The information thus found, together
with the previously unfulfilled conditions, is used in trying to fit the input
into the conceptual framework again. The result is the interpretation of the
initial symbolic representation (141-42).

Sperber thus distinguishes two steps. Initially the input is dealt with by
what he calls the conceptual mechanism; if the result is not satisfactory, the
symbolic mechanism is used to deal with the input. Sperber describes the
symbolic mechanism as a triad, consisting in

the putting in quotes of a defective conceptual representation--focalization on the
underlying condition responsible for the initial defect--and evocation in a field of the
memory delimited by the focalization. (123)

Sperber's most striking example concerns the way we deal with smells
(117). There is no semantic classification or encyclopedic description of
smells comparable to those of colors; they are therefore difficult to handle
with the conceptual mechanism. The symbolic mechanism
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springs into action and tries to reconstruct the unfulfilled conditions that
made the conceptual mechanism fail: In our memories smells are therefore
invariably linked with their causes, which gives them extraordinary
evocative power. The same holds true with tastes, as shown, for example, by
the taste of a madeleine dipped in tea in Proust's A la recherche du temps
perdu.

In terms of Turner's model of social processes, we can associate the
conceptual mechanism with structure; and it is the breach that sets the
symbolic mechanism going, by forcing re-focalization. Evocation, by which
everything can be linked with almost everything else, without following
definite pre-determined patterns, shows the same characteristics as
liminality.

To turn an act, an object, or a word into a symbol, it must therefore be
placed in a situation that makes it difficult or impossible to fit it into the
conceptual framework suggested by the context: The same inputs may have
symbolic force in one situation, but not in another. This in turn points up two
crucial restrictions on the degree of strangeness possible. On the one hand,
only if the situation is familiar enough to highlight the elements that do not
fit into it, can the symbolic mechanism start working; on the other, only if
these elements are so weak and so few as not to dominate (and thus
transform the situation into one in which they are taken to be the familiar
ones) will the symbolic mechanism be engaged.

This paradox can be illustrated with an obvious example, which also
shows how the restrictions mentioned can be used creatively. A tomato-soup
can on the shelf of a supermarket used to have little symbolic significance.
When, however, it was placed into a new context by Andy Warhol--that of
an art exhibition--matters did change: In Sperber's terms, the can was put in
quotation marks, and the symbolic process started. The result of this process
was different with different people: some would now view the can as an
objet d'art (even on the shelves of the supermarket); others, on the contrary,
would find the art exhibition turning into a supermarket (and those for whom
input and context were in balance would be uncertain about how to proceed
and would start to think about the functioning of symbolism--which was the
point of Warhol's work.

We can now turn to the second phase of the process of symbolism,
how symbols become socially effective; this may be considered as part of
what Turner calls redressive action. Here Sperber is not as helpful as in
dealing with the first phase. His primary concern, as we have seen, is the
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question of how acts, objects, and words become meaningful, i.e., the
relationship between symbol and meaning, of symbolic knowledge.7 As our
main concern here is cultural symbolism, we have to discuss how symbols,
no matter how and what they mean, gather communities around themselves.

In this process repetition is crucial.8 Repetition is also one of the
central aspects of ritual. It is repetition that gives to acts the predictability
that figures in Leach's definition of ritual (see above, 58); it is also implicit in
Turner's reference to 'behavior prescribed for occasions.' In both cases it is
not the actual repetition that characterizes ritual, but the perception that an
act being performed has been performed before in the same manner and will
be repeated in the future. As such, repetition serves the reaffirmation of
community, as ceremony, or as redressive action in a rite of passage.

Repetition, however, does not always have the function of reaffirming
community. It may also create a breach: When a common word is repeated in
an uncommon manner, for example, the breach actually consists in the
repetition. Repetition may be taken as both breach and redressive action:
This explains the two seemingly contradictory effects it

7 Sperber makes a distinction between encyclopedic knowledge (knowledge about the
world) and symbolic knowledge (which is also about the world, but where we accept
contradictions we never would in the encyclopedic kind [91-98]), which need us not
concern here, as we are dealing with obviously symbolic material. A detailed discussion
of his distinction, however, would show that it is difficult to maintain, and that the two
categories share too many characteristics to justify a clear distinction on other than
ideological grounds.

8 Sperber touches upon the role of repetition (145ff.); it is of interest to him, because the
infinite cycles of evocation are responsible for the 'absence of stable interpretation' (144-
45) with cultural symbolism.

The role of repetition has frequently been studied. J. Hillis Miller in Fiction and
Repetition (233) lists Lacan, Deleuze, Eliade, Derrida, and more specifically on
literature, Walter Benjamin, Edward Said, Bruce Kawin, Peter Garrett, and Jeffrey
Mehlman. He might also have mentioned structuralism in general, because pattern is
always based on some kind of repetition. Cp., for example, David Lodge, Language of
Fiction, 82-87, or Jakobson's 'Closing Statement'.

Miller himself, in the introduction to his book, following Deleuze, distinguishes
two types of repetition (6): the Platonic one, 'grounded in a solid archetypal model which
is untouched by the effects of repetition'; and the Nietzschean one, consisting of
'ungrounded doublings which arise from differential interrelations among elements which
are all on the same plane'. These distinctions, crucial within the Western tradition, do not
affect the argument presented here--they are rather two ways of interpreting repetition.
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has on those confronted with it. It both foregrounds and familiarizes;9 it
both creates and consumes difference.

The role of ritual repetition in creating community is of interest in still
another respect. In his book on repetition in literature and film Bruce F.
Kawin makes a distinction between two types of repetition (4). He speaks of
repetitiousness, 'when a word, percept or experience is repeated with less
impact at each recurrence; repeated to no particular end, out of a failure of
invention or sloppiness of thought'; repetitiveness, on the contrary, is
characterized by an 'equal or greater force at each occurrence' (4). His
explanations are disappointing, because they refer solely to the author's
abilities. If we think of repetition as the crucial element of ritual, we can
offer a different and more persuasive answer. Ritual serves to create and
maintain community, and whether we consider a given instance of recurrence
to be repetitive or repetitious is equivalent to our including ourselves in the
community sustained by it, or rejecting it, whether we count ourselves in or
out. Our evaluation of the author's ability, in other words, is determined by
the community to which we belong.10

Kawin offers an example that places the two types of repetition in an
even larger context:

We enjoy choruses when they are sung and skip over them when they are printed.
Choruses do not present new information, and the reading mind fills in the experience of
a chorus as it jumps from verse to verse. We would suspend our rush to novelty if the
printed song could move us in its own time, manifest the developing unity that we do feel
when it is sung. We are bored and impatient when the new turns out to be old. (9)

9 Is true repetition possible at all? It may be argued that it is impossible to achieve identity
between the elements repeated, because the occurrences preceding the one studied affect
its status. I have adopted this point of view here in claiming that it is repetition that
creates significance. It can be argued as cogently that repetition eventually makes
identical. As Bruce F. Kawin points out, 'people who perform identical actions are
related by virtue of that action: the differences between them are obliterated, just as the
temporal discrepancies between performances of an identical act are suspended' (92). In
doing so repetition also works towards annihilating time, the function it has in ritual.
Mircea Eliade discusses this function of repetition in The Myth of Eternal Return. Cp.
also Kawin 90.

10 The term cliché, as sometimes used in the discussion of popular music, is another case in
point. It is used for something recurrent that by those counting themselves out is
considered to be repetitious; its deadness is due to their unwillingness to ascribe
significance to it. Others may consider the same phenomenon repetitive (they count
themselves in).
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Again, Kawin does not seem to realize the full implications of his example.
It does not simply characterize the difference between reading and listening
or singing along. The juxtaposition draws attention to the differences
between oral and literate cultures discussed earlier (Chapter 1). Reading, by
definition a literate activity, is usually associated with novelty in our
culture.11 Reading, to the extent it discourages repetition, therefore hinders
the creation of strong symbols; literate communities are placed nearer the
zero lines of grid and group than oral ones, which, as we have seen, for a
number of reasons, heavily depend on repetition, repetition of the repetitive
kind.

We commonly consider repetition to be a phenomenon that can be
described in terms of the relation between signs, usually in the syntactic
dimension: of verbal elements, figures of speech, acts, figures, events, and
scenes. Although this is by no means the only, not even the most interesting
type of repetition in literature, it is the one most frequently discussed in
literary studies.

In his book Fiction and Repetition J. Hillis Miller illustrates this
phenomenon with Hardy's Tess of the D'Urbervilles:

The first instance of the color red in the novel may be passed over as trivial or as merely
representational. It is not unlikely that Tess would have a red ribbon in her hair. When
the reader encounters the third, the fourth, and the fifth red things, red begins to stand out
as a salient motif, repeated in sequence . . . . In a novel what is said two or more times
may not be true, but the reader is fairly safe in assuming that it is significant. (1-2)

As Miller reminds us (2), such repetitions need not be restricted to a single
work of literature; they can involve other works by the same author or by
other authors--we may then speak of allusion--or to mythology.

In the semantic dimension, we find repetition in representation, i.e., in
the relationship between the description and what is described; such
repetitions may involve a Platonic reflection of an ideal, an Aristotelian
mimesis, the imitation of life in idealized form, or the repre-

11 A similar phenomenon can be observed in the reading of a Beckett novel. Beckett has
long passages in which he works through all the possibilities of combining a certain
number of terms. As readers we tend to skip these passages, exactly because they do not
seem to offer something new (and in doing so, we miss the point of these sets of
transformations).
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sentation associated with seemingly paltry details in a realistic novel. In all
these forms it is the fact of repetition that gives significance to the result,
reminding us variously of the inaccessibility of the ideal, the remoteness of
models of human behavior, or the impossibility of offering a full account of
the human condition.

Repetition is probably most interesting in the pragmatic dimension--
between the sign and its user. Such repetition is also the most important,
because the other relations are subordinate to the pragmatic one, and it is the
one that is most frequently overlooked, because it has always been taken for
granted. After all it is the user who links (or fails to link) phenomena with
each other, and with meanings. Something has to be used repeatedly in order
to become significant. Conventional acts, man-made objects, and words,
therefore have symbolic force by definition. Again there are several, closely
related possibilities. Something can be used repeatedly by one person--a
book that is not worth reading twice is not worth reading once either.12 In
contrast, something may be used by many people at the same time, i.e., made
public--like musical pieces in concerts, paintings in museums, statues on
public squares, plays in theatrical performances, and literature in books or
public readings, not to mention the multiplication of experiences that has
become possible through the modern media.

Repetition in different dimensions then is crucial for the creation of
symbolism and community; we shall look at some of the implications of this
finding in more detail. In this chapter some general aspects of the dynamics
of community and symbolism have been discussed. Turner's account of
social change has been supplemented by a sketch of how symbols come into
existence and how they become socially effective. In the next chapter three
examples of how the processes sketched here work in the sphere of literary
practice will be discussed.

12 This observation seems to go back to the German poet Friedrich Rückert, in Pantheon, 1.
Teil, Bausteine zu einem Pantheon, 5. Bruchstück, Zahme Xenien, no. 109 (W.
Morgenthaler, private communication).


